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Benjamin L. Hooks

The NAACP of Tomorrow

An Interview on MEET THE PRESS

National Association for the Advancement of Colored People
1790 Broadway

New York, NY. 10019

BENJAMIN L. HOOKS was unanimously elected executive director
of the NAACP effective August 1, 1977 by the NAACP National Board of
Directors on January 10, 1977. For the interim period between January
and August, he was given the nominal title of executive director-designate. He was first appointed to the FCC in 1972 by President Richard
Nixon.
A well-known and highly effective orator, Mr. Hooks has pursued a
varied career. He is a licensed minister, businessman and lawyer. He is
pastor on leave from the Middle Baptist Church in Memphis and the
Greater New Moriah Baptist Church in Detroit, Mich.
He was co-founder and Vice President of the Mutual Federal
Savings and Loan Association of Memphis for 15 years, from 1955 to
1969. This was a career that he pursued while also working both in law
and the ministry.
For several years, Mr. Hooks was an Assistant Public Defender in
Memphis, representing the legal interests of the poor and indigent. He
next practied general law in Memphis and was later selected as the first
black judge in Shelby County (Memphis) Criminal Court, where he
served with distinction for several years.
Mr. Hooks has produced from Memphis and hosted his own television program, "Conversations in Black and White:' co-produced another. ''Forty percent Speaks'' and has been a panelist on ''What Is Your
Faith'.'
Born in Memphis on January 31, 1925, he attended LeMoyne
College and Howard University. He received his J.D. degree from
DePaul University, College of Law in 1948. He is a World War II veteran
and served in Italy in the 92nd Infantry Division.
He is a Life Member of the NAACP and once served on the Board of
Directors of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, the Tennessee Council on Human Relations in Memphis and the Shelby County
Human Relations Committee. He is a member of the American Bar
Association and the Judicial Council of the NBA. Mr. Hooks and his wife
Frances have a daughter, Mrs. Patricia Louise Gray. and two grandchildren.
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Produced by Betty Cole Dukert
SUNDAY, NOVEMBER 14, 1976

GUEST:

BENJAMIN L. HOOKS,
Executive Director-elect, NAACP

MODERATOR AND EXECUTIVE PRODUCER :
BILL MONROE, NBC News

PANEL:

DOUGLAS KIKER
NBC News
TH 0 M AS A . J 0 H NS 0 N

New York Times
GEORGE F. WILL
Syndicated Columnist

MR. MONROE:
Our guest today on Meet the Press is Benjamin L. Hooks, who
was named one week ago to succeed Roy Wilkins as the new Executive Director
for the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. To accept
that job Mr. Hooks will leave his post as a member of the Federal Communications Commission, which he has held for four years. He is a native of Memphis, a
lawyer, a former judge and a Baptist minister, preaching at churches in both
Memphis and Detroit.
We will have the first questions now from Douglas Kiker of NBC News.
MR. KIKER:
Mr. Hooks, it is said that Jimmy Carter owes an enormous political
debt to black voters in this election. Now, Carter was elected by a coalition of
blacks, labor, white Southerners, teachers, Jewish voters, liberals. Why does
Jimmy Carter owe black voters any greater political debt than any other member
of this coalition that is going to put him in office?
MR. HOOKS:
Well, according to the analysis of the election which I have read
it is true that obviously the black voter alone could not have elected Jimm~
Carter. I think there were a total of perhaps 6.6 million black votes, and those
votes alone wouldn't elect anybody President. The fact remains, however, that as
we have analyzed all of the so-called voting blocs, whether by economic classification or ethnic classification, no bloc gave him the kind of cohesive, solid vote of
the black bloc. And it occurs to us that nearly 92 percent of all the blacks who
voted voted for Jimmy Carter.
Let's just take simple arithmetic: 6 million votes that he got, if those votes had
been divided half and half, 50 on each side, then undoubtedly Ford would have
been President, and not only would he have been President, but by a substantial
majority of something like 5 million. The facts reveal that 51 percent of all the
white folk in this country voted for Ford. 55 percent of all the white people in the
country voted for Ford. So Carter's election at the critical moment depends upon
this great solid black vote.
MR. KIKER:
All right What does the NAACP want from Mr. Carter now? What
are you going to be pushing for? Specifically, what Administration posts would
you like to see blacks appointed to?
MR. HOOKS:
Well, I don ' t have in mind-mind you, I have just been designated for this job a week ago - the NAACP has an on-going program. They have
task forces that are working on these kinds of things, and I am not privy at this
point to what they are asking, but what we primarily expect from Mr. Carter is to
be the President of all the people. I don ' t think we are going to ask him to do
anything except to be President of all the people, which all Presidents have not
always been.
MR. JOHNSON:
Mr. Hooks, while you choose not to be specific in what you
~ould ask M~. Carter for, you have advocated a domestic Marshall plan, and
smce Mr. Whitney Young had also done so, essentially a plan where there would
be an attitude and a commitment of funds to rehabilitate black communities in the
same way that European communities were rehabilitated after World War II.
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Do you see that there is some hope, today, for this kind of planning?

MR. HOOKS:
I am not at all certain - I have advocated that. The late Whitney
Young did. I am not at all certain with the attitude of Congress and the American
public today that that is a very feasible plan. That doesn' t lessen my commitment
to it, but I want to be realistic.
What I am trying to suggest is that I want to make it very clear from my
viewpoint that I am not looking to Mr. Carter to deliver black folk. I am looking for
black folk to deliver themselves. And I am not basing my hopes on any one man
or Congress or party. The NAACP, itself, has not done that. What we want is for
Mr. Carter to address the issues of this country, which include unemployment,
and joblessness affects both blacks and whites.
We are concerned that - we deal with that problem because it does affect the
black community more forcibly than other communities.
So far as the domestic Marshall plan is concerned I hope, if given the time, to try
to evolve a rather modest plan based on that principle, that we can present to the
government.
MR. WILL:
Mr. Hooks, in response to Mr. Johnson you suggest that the problems now confronting blacks are the problems that confront poorer Americans in
general. Is it fair to say that the NAACP, having achieved a civil rights agenda narrowly construed, the right to vote and public accommodations - is now
becoming just another liberal lobby advocating a sort of liberal spectrum of
political programs?
MR. HOOKS:
No, not at all. That is a part of our program, but when we look at
the all-too-obvious incidents of racism that still abound in this country, the truth of
the matter is we have only achieved really some superficial victories.
Now, here's what I mean: If you take the top 500 corporate entities in this
country, the top 500 businesses, I doubt if you could name five black people who
are members of the boards of directors of those institutions by virtue of their online corporate responsibility. They may be on there as outside directors, and I
don't depreciate that, but when you have got the majority o f business in this
country that have no black people, very few women in any positions of responsibility, when you look at the banks - when you look at all of the institutions look at broadcasting, look at public broadcasting, read the top salaries, and you
hardly see a black name. When you look on all the things that happen in this
country, we come to recognize that black folk can drink from the same water
fountain, can use the same restrooms, can buy a hotdog at a stand, but the major
task that remains before us is the elimination of racism in this country, and it is still
all too prevalent, and therefore we plan to deal with that specifically. On the other
hand, we also plan to deal with such things as environmental control because you
have the argument between those who say you cut out jobs when you create too
strict environmental controls. We are concerned about the quality of the total life
in America. We will be lobbying, we will be seeking to get judicial reviews of
repressive measures, and we don't rule out if necessary a more direct confrontation, if that should become necessary.
In other words, I am saying that racism in all of its sensitive implications is still a
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part of American life, and we plan to fight that.

MR. Will:
And you are confident in your accusation, and it is a very serious
one, that the , say, under-representation as you call it of blacks in corporate
entities is a product of racism, and that that is susceptible to, say, legal remedy by
government action?
MR. HOOKS:
Well, it may be legal remedy, it may be education, it may be persuasion., it may be teaching, it may be conciliation, it may be a number of things.
We don t rule out any of those things. But I am saying, and I don' t back off of that,
at all, that anyone looking at the history of this country understands that black
folks have been deliberate ly, systematically, consciously excluded from the inner
councils of American business, politics, government, law, science, medicine, you
name it. It is a fact.
MR. ~IL~: . .A re. you saying then the corporate leaders, today, are practicing
racial d1scnmmation and that that is the reason for under-representation?
MR. HOOKS:

No, I am not - yes, I am saying they are practicing racial
but I am saying it in a far different context from the way you use it.
am.saying that the end result of many years of racism in this country has resulted
m this; that we must move to eliminate it; that in that process we think we will have
the cooperation of many many corporate leaders who have recognized that in
speeches, in statements, in proclamations and in resolutions. So we are not
necessa.rily sayi':g .that th?se who head the corporate entities now are directly
responsible, but 1t 1s the direct product of years of racial discrimination.
discrimi~ation,

!

MR. Will:
Mr. Hooks, you are taking over as Executive Director of an organization that appears to have been much more vital some years ago than it is today. It
is repo~tedly .running a substantial deficit, it is down in its membership by
compan~n with a few years ago, it is being criticized by many people, including
some of its own young members as timid, slow, do-nothing, lacking in militance.
Do you agree that the NAACP needs turning around , and if so, how do you
propose to do this?
MR. HOOKS:
I don't subscribe to all of the criticism that has been made against
NAACP. I understand that this criticism has been made.
It seems to me that we had to expect, after the heady days of the so-called
"Civil Rights Revolutions:· the marches, the demonstrations, the "We Shall
Overcomes:· the kind of things where white and black folks felt they had to attack
these elementary wrongs, that behind that euphoria there would be a period of
reconsolidation and regrouping. It is normal to me. I did not expect and do not
expect life to be one constant climbing the ladder without any stops or pauses. So
that in a historical sense it was inevitable as far as I am concerned that there would
be a little slowing down.
It seems to me that now what we have to do is to press forward. We have to
enlist the aid of white people in this endeavor because they have to understand or
should understand that America has every right to be the moral leader o f this
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world. They are not. And the reason that America is not the moral leader of this
world is because of the racial problem.
Can yo u imagine what would have happened if we had not had the so-called
" Civil Rights Revolution" in the South in the '50s and '60s led primarily by black
folk, aided, of course, by whites?
Could Kissinger go to South Africa and have the nerve to talk about what they
must do in Rhodesia, South Africa and all over Africa if we were still practicing
segregation as we did in 1950 in the South? We as black folks feel we have helped
to deliver this country. We are part of it. We love it. We want to make it strong.
And it bothers me considerably that a lot of white people view the NAACP with
hostility or fear or hatred or anger.
Or when they talk about: This is your thing and this is our thing, what we are
doing is helping to make the life of this country better.
When I say there has been racial discrimination practiced, I simple recite the
history of this country which, it seems to me, any honest man has to face up to.
Now, I think there is a national commitment to turning around, but that
commitment has to be helped and aided and abetted with active support from
both the black and white community and what we hope to do in the NAACP is to
simply get e no ugh air time, time in the press, printed a nd electronic, to inform the
people of the kind of things we are doing, and we believe we will have suppo rt.

MR. MONROE:
Specifically, what did you have in mind when you said recently
about the NAACP, "There is a more neutral attitude in our cause now than 10 or
15 years ago and I intend to change that'.'?
MR. HOOKS:
I don' t recall the exact quote, but I guess, talking as much as we
do - but let me address myself to it in this sense: That it seemed to me that Dr.
King, among others, articulated the fact that there was a consciousness in this
country that could be reached, that there was a sense of concern, a dedication to
some types of justice. So that when people in the North saw that black people
could not vote, could not drink from a water fountain, they were aroused, they
were concerned, and they wanted to do something about that.
Now, the battle is much more sophisticated, much more complex. We are dealing with the fact that in order to get jobs some white persons may feel that they
have to lose theirs. That is not what we are about, but that is the perception that is
out.
Someone in the corporate world may feel that: You are asking me to do something I don't want to do.
In other words, the fight is nationwide now. It has reached much more
sophisticated levels and we intend to point out to this country that, as we celebrate
o ur bicentennial and as we talk about all men being created equal, as we talk
about this great and noble experiment in democracy, that we have got to get busy
to make those promises come true and to that extent we need the support of all
people of good will, be they black, white, yellow, red or brown, in achieving this
objective.
MR. KIKER:
Mr. Hooks, Jimmy Carter is a white, rural Southerner whom blacks
wanted elected President in this election.
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is difficult. It is tortuous. We have to make them understand the pain and travail
that blacks and other minorities have suffered across this 250 years, and that if we
are going to adjust them there has to be - somebody has to make some price has to pay it.
They give to every veteran, so far as I know, if you enter into federal service, a
five percent preference simply because for two or three years of your life you were
taken away from your normal pursuit and you went to the Army to help defend
your country.
Now, somebody could file a suit and say, "Why should a veteran get a preference when I was sick and couldn't go? I should not have to stand behind them'.'
But this is a national priority.
We are simply saying that we can have no real progress in this country until the
national priorities are reassessed and blacks and other minorities are given to
understand that they will be included fully and completely in the American way of
life , which they have not been. This will cause some trauma. This will cause some
dislocation. This will cause some ill fee lings. But it will not really be our fault,
because we are not asking for any special treatment that we don't think every
other American has been given and that we are entitled to.

In the first debate, for example, when domestic issues were discussed. race
relations neve r came up and yet there was not a murmur from black leaders. Was
the re a tacit agreement among black leaders in this country to try and keep racial
relations from becoming an issue in the 1976 campaign?
MR. HOOKS:
Well, I have to sort of mildly disagree. There was not o nly a
murmur, there was a crescendo of sound. Black people and leaders all over the
country thundered their concern a t the networks, at the League of Wo men
Voters for their failure to include a black correspondent in those first two debates,
which I think led to having one in the third debate.
We felt there could be no responsible answers if there were not provocative
questions.
MR. KIKER:
But that is not what I asked. I am talking about black leaders and
the fact that you didn' t respond when there was no discussion of racial relations.
Was there a tacit agreement among all of you?
I a m trying to say that you are wrong. I have said that. You
MR. HOOKS:
misinterpreted the fact I have got letters in my files from black leaders all over the
country, but they took the position that if there had been black correspondents to
ask the questions they could no t have avoided a nswering them. After all, the
President-elect and the President were supposed to be responding to questions. If
you don' t ask a question about the black problem, then they would have gratuitously answered something.
I am saying tha t the fault was the panel.
Now, on the third panel there were questions asked about the black concerns
and they were answered. And I think black leaders showed their ire. They came to
the FCC. They protested by thousands of letters. There was not tacit agreement
not to discuss race so far as I know. We have never done that and we didn't do it in
this election.

MR. JOHNSON:
How do you avoid conflict in this area, or are you saying that
you cannot avoid it?
We will try to avoid as much conflict as we can, but I think
MR. HOOKS:
progress of a wheel on a road comes through friction, and we don't want to grease
it so there will be no progress, just to eliminate friction. We don't intend to needlessly insult anybody. We don't intend to needlessly rake up problems. We don't
inte nd to talk about racism to the exclusion of some of the good things that
happen in America. We don' t inte nd to so downgrade the country that we tum
people off.
We simply intend to bring before the people that there are unsolved and
unresolved problems which we must address.

MR. JOHNSON :
Earlier this week, Mr. Hooks, you said that affirmative acti~n
would be a majo r thrust of the NAACP. Now this area has and proba~ly w1~l
continue to put black aspirations in direct conflict with those of some of their traditional allies, specifically J ewish groups, organized labor.
Do you feel that this conflict cannot be avoided at this time?
MR. HOOKS:
I am not sure whether it can be avoided, but let me try to state my
position. We don't intend to be vindictive. We are no t trying to visit the sins ~f t~e
fathers unto the sons. Wha t we are trying to do is to achieve some equity in
American life and that does require some adjustments.
For instanc~ when we had the Berlin Airlift, when we tried to rebuild Germany,
our sworn ene:Oy in the late war, it took tax dollars. Somebody could have filed a
taxpayers' suit and said, " We don ' t want our tax mo ney used to he lp save
Germany" because it did mean if you spend tax dollars in Germany you had less
to spend ~n schools and colleges and law enforcement in America. There have to
be priorities, there have to be adjustments, ~nd we have to und~rsta~d th.at. We
have to make America understand you don t make progress easily. It 1s painful. It
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MR. WILL:
In your answer to Mr. Johnson you used the word "adjustments"
have to be made, and you used the word "preference'.' Let's use some stronger
language. Are you in favor of reverse discrimination?

I

MR. HOOKS:
If I understood what you meant by that terrn, I may or may not be
in favor. I reject the concept that reverse discrimination means that there are only
certain standards that can be used, and if I am not satisfied with the standards,
then I call it reverse discrimination.
You see, what we have to deal with is objectivity, and people have made
standards up that don' t include certain specifications or qualifications, and they
object to the inclusion of those standards, and they label it with a very ugly name
- reverse discrimination.
I cannot respond, you know, to a question like that unless we agree on the
definition of the word.
MR. WILL:

Are you for quotas or goals in hiring a certain number of blacks in a
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particular business?

MR. HOOKS:
As an end product, my major dedication is to, at the end, employment in this country commensurate with ability and not based on any other artificial factors. As a way station along the way we may have to deal with the
affirmative action programs which the Congress has passed and give more life
and vitality to them. I am not prepared to say at this point- let me say something
about the broadcasting industry and the print industry to illustrate my point. In
1967 the employment of minorities in both the print and electronic media was
about 3 percent. In 1975, some eight years later, the employment of minorities in
the broadcasting industry was about 14 percent. In the print industry it was still
about 3 percent. Many times these industries are headed by the very same
people.
Because the FCC has been concerned, has passed Equal Opportunity Employment rules, has insisted that these stations do it, they have been able to do it
without the imposition of quotas, goals, or timetables, simply because there was a
commitment to do it, and they have succeeded in doing it. And as I have traveled
over this country in the last four years, I have gone into both newspapers and
broadcasting stations and seen how many blacks there were in broadcast stations
and how few there were in the print media. It can be done if there is a commitment
without all of these code and catch words that inflame passions and upset people.
I think sometimes this is a deliberate ploy. If there is a national commitment to
equal opportunity employment, then all of those cold catch words that are waved
like red flags before a bull to upset people need not be used, and it is the NAACP' s
intention I believe, and certainly mine, to move toward equality of opportunity
employment without resort to all of the things we may have to resort to if the
nation does not respond.
MR. MONROE:
Mr. Hooks, if Jimmy Carter's church in Plains, Georgia, which
is meeting right now, fails to admit black people to its services, should Governor
Carter quit it?
MR. HOOKS:
I will not presume to tell the President-elect of these United States
of America how he should conduct his personal religious life. I think he has
demonstrated a judgment, a wisdom, a capacity that far exceeds my humble wisdom. He came from nowhere to become President of these United States, and I
think he can deal with this problem. I have to rely upon his judgment, his instincts.
I might say this, that that does not lessen my commitment to the integration of
American life. I would deplore an attitude in the Plains, Georgia, church that
would not admit black people. I think they have a problem which they have to
deal with. How President Carter decides to deal with that, whether he decides to
leave or to stay and fight it, will be his decision, and based upon what he says and
his reasons, my support or non-support will come. But I am not going to presume
to tell him how to do that, because I think that he has proved an ability to grapple
with problems that far exceeds mine.
MR. MONROE:
You would not necessarily criticize him if he elected to stay in a
still segregated church?
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MR. HOOKS:
I would not necessarily elect to criticize him, depending upon his
reason for staying and his ability to change, you know, to lead change. It seems to
me that President Carter recognizes, is deeply distressed and troubled and perplexed by this attitude in the church in Plains, Georgia. I deplore it. I think it is an
awful bad thing. But at the same time, I will have to leave it to him, since he is on
the scene and is aware of a ll of the conditions and connotatio ns involved. I will
have to leave it to his judgment to sort of work it out. And I believe he will do that.
Obviously, if he would indicate by statement that he is going to stay there and he
is not concerned about changing it, I would be critical. But I do not think he will do
that. So it depends completely upon his attitude.
MR. MONROE:

We have about a minute and a half.

MR. Kl KER:
Mr. Hooks, it has been written that you are going to press President
Carter to appoint to succeed you on the Federal Communications Commission,
another black. Is that correct?
MR. HOOKS:

Yes, it is.

MR. JOHNSON:
Earlier this week you used the term "effective and quality
education'.' Were you saying by implication that the NAACP would not use the
term "integrated education"?
MR. HOOKS:
I didn 't use that in that sense. I am saying that the NAACP is
concerned that both black and white children are finishing 12 years of school
functionally illiterate, cannot fill out a driver's license, cannot relate to the ordinary
problems of life. We are concerned about quality education for all children, and
we will be dealing with that problem.
MR. JOHNSON:

You have not abandoned integration as a goal?

MR. HOOKS:
No, sir, not abandoned it, not even thought about it, and I am
sorry that any talk about quality in effective education would even lead to that
thought because we are committed to the goal and the ideal of integration and the
elimination of every vestige of racial inequality in this country.
MR. Will:
On the basis of what evidence do you relate forced busing and
unsupport of forced busing to quality education?
MR. HOOKS:
Well, Mr. Will, you have a very good facility for using, you know,
some code words. I don't know exactly what forced busing means.
MR. Will:

It is busing of people who would rather not be bused.

MR. HOOKS:
You know, I have been involved in busing all my life. They have
bused children by me for years. They didn't call it forced busing.
MR. Will:

Is it your busing that is not forced? Is it your position that busing in
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Boston is not forced busing?

MR. HOOKS:
MR. WILL:

Yes.

You call that a code word?

MR. HOOKS:
I say that busing in Boston, according to the Judge's order was
simply designed to imple me nt school integration beca use of de facto or de jure
residentially segregated patterns.
MR. MONROE:

Thank you very much, Mr. Hooks, for being with us today on

Meet the Press.
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